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Abstract 
Since the appeal by Packendorff (1995) to view projects as temporary organizations, in practice it is still tempting to view 
organisational structures as the solution to managerial problems. The case of an innovation project on future housing illustrates 
the issues of sensemaking within a temporary organizational form unfamiliar to the participants. It shows how underestimating 
uncertainty and complexity leaves these issues unattended, thereby prohibiting opportunities for collaboration and ultimately 
project success. 
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1. Introduction 
Since the appeal by Packendorff (1995) to view projects as temporary organizations, in practice these 
organizations are still treated more like delivery tools, than social structures. This paper describes the case of an 
innovation project, illustrative to this approach. The project is initiated in the context of supply-chain collaboration 
in the field of construction. Supply-chain partnerships in the construction field emerged to overcome the problems of 
traditional construction contracting (Bresnen & Marshall, 2000), that is associated with limited trust and adversarial 
owner-supplier relationships, leading to project delays, conflicts, cost overrun and a win-lose climate (Chan e.a., 
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2004). The assumption is, more cooperation will benefit project performance (Laan, Noorderhaven, Voordijk & 
Dewulf, 2011).   
The case presented involves an inter-organizational peer group of executives from different housing corporations 
and construction companies. The group was established to evaluate the obstacles and benefits of their supply-chain 
projects. Encouraged by the results they started an innovation project together in order to find ways to further 
enhance the industry performance. 
The focus of this study was to explore how people in this innovation project made sense of the assignment, the 
temporary organization and the project outcome. The case shows the complexity a temporary organization carrying 
out a novel task in a unique organizational environment has to deal with. As the team performing the task was 
inexperienced regarding innovation and the organizational setting differed considerably from the construction 
project organization familiar to the team, ambiguity and uncertainty provoked several instances for sensemaking. 
First a case description will provide a context for analysis. 
 
2. The case of the Future Housing Innovation Project 
The innovation project was initiated by a peer group of executive managers from owner as well as supplier 
organizations in the Dutch housing industry. This peer group had been functioning for a few years, sharing 
experiences and knowledge regarding supply-chain partnerships. At a certain point in time a sense of urgency 
emerged with respect to the need for a more radical approach to innovation. They felt their supply-chain partnerships 
certainly showed progress, but not fast enough, whereas the world was in transition and the construction industry 
was in a deep economic crisis. There was a need for a new business approach in housing. 
In an inspiring meeting, exploring the future of construction, the question was raised how the industry could keep 
facilitating future housing accommodation. The goal of the innovation project was “to find affordable solutions to 
deal with ever faster changing customer demands, as well as an answer to the high cost of social housing (in the 
future)”. The group decided to form an innovation-team (in this article referred to as the team) outside of their own 
organizations as a kind of business incubator. The executives themselves organized an open selection procedure 
within their own organizations, culminating in an energizing two days' assessment. Based on competence, 
motivation and collaboration skills, five people out of forty-six were selected. 
The team had a flying start. The initiative was communicated broadly on the internet and in social media. Ideas 
and knowledge about innovations and innovating were gathered in and outside the construction industry. These were 
presented to the peer group, together with a rephrasing of the assignment into 'Developing business models 
answering the need for convenient and affordable living'. This rephrasing was based on the initial assignment as well 
as the interviews held with peer group members. The presentation was received with enthusiasm about the findings 
and strengthened confidence in the outcome. There was no salient discussion on the rephrasing.  
As the time available for the assignment was restricted to one year, at a certain point in time some of the team 
members started to feel uncomfortable by the unstructured way of information gathering, without working towards a 
tangible result. They were trained in construction projects with rather established procedures, and hardly had any 
experience in innovation. It also proved to be hard to make decisions and stick with them, since there was no leader 
appointed in the team. A foothold was sought and found in an instant and facilitated innovation method. The 
progress slowed down. This was noticed by a few peer group members, who assisted in filtering ideas and working 
towards the business models.  
Eventually, after one year the project outcome consisted of two business models, focusing on the system of 
housing distribution. Receiving this outcome with mixed feelings of disappointment, reservation and optimism, the 
peer group decided to grant two team members a few more months for further elaboration.  
3. Theoretical background 
Project organizing is the common way of organizing in the construction field, that consists largely of project 
based organizations. In this perspective project organizing and temporary organizing (Lundin and Söderholm, 1995; 
Turner & Müller, 2003) are synonymous. As Winch (2013) points out, in literature the notion of projects as 
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temporary organizations is mainly used to distinguish them from permanent organizations. In addition Winch 
classifies project organizations as determinate, in the sense that the organization will cease to exist at a pre-agreed 
moment in time. Teams are especially composed to perform a unique task with a clear deadline to which all parties 
involved have committed and which makes the organization determinate (Winch, 2013). This way the project or 
temporary organization is mainly perceived as a delivery tool, a machine-like construct, specially designed to 
approach questions that are hard to solve in the context of routine processes in permanent organizations.  
However as Packendorff (1995) explains, perceiving the project as a temporary organization opens ways for 
researchers to go beyond the functional aspects of the project (planning and controlling) and pay attention to "the 
deliberate social interaction occurring between people working together to accomplish a certain, inter-subjectively 
determined task. 'Planning' and 'structure' may be important inputs into such a process, but it is the inter-subjective 
meaning attributed to project plans or structural arrangements by project members that 'explains' whatever action is 
taken with reference to these phenomena" (Packendorff, 1995). 
This is the approach conducted in studying the case of The Future Housing Innovation Project. In conducting the 
interviews two types of inter-subjective meaning specifically emerged: meanings concerning organizational aspects 
and meanings regarding project outcome or project success. Before discussing the research results I will briefly 
attend to literature on organizational sensemaking and project success. 
3.1. Sensemaking in the temporary organization 
Sensemaking can be defined as “the process of social construction that occurs when discrepant cues interrupt 
individuals’ ongoing activity, and involves the retrospective development of plausible meanings that rationalize 
what people are doing (Weick, 1995; Weick et al., 2005). By identifying cues from the environment and interpreting 
those cues based on salient frames, plausible meanings are developed. Sensemaking is thus about connecting cues 
and frames to create an account of what is going on (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). Sensemaking takes place 
individually, but is also part of the social process where shared meanings evolve.  
Embedded in organizational culture a lot of shared meanings determine the way situations and events are 
interpreted. In situations that are ambiguous and uncertain, meanings are often no longer self-evident. In the given 
context the innovation initiative combined the uncertainty of the innovation-task and outcome with the ambiguity of 
the unfamiliar temporary organizational environment of the incubator concept. Through ambiguity and uncertainty, 
defined as a context for risks and/or opportunities influencing project performance (Perminova, Gustafsson, & 
Wikström, 2008), implicitly a major source of organizational sensemaking was introduced into the temporary 
organization.  
When meanings along a social collective are very much differing, coordinated action becomes nearly impossible 
(Smircich, 2003). Maitlis and Sonenshein (2010) identified three kinds of shared meanings important in turbulent 
contexts like crisis and change: identity, expectations and commitment. 
In changing environments individuals or teams lose important anchors about themselves. In many cases it is hard 
for people to make sense of their new roles and update their understanding of what they were supposed to be doing 
(Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). Thus, the importance of identity becomes visible. Many temporary organizations - 
like the housing projects corporations and construction companies are involved in – are characterized by largely 
predetermined processes, procedures and role systems, derived from common practice and regulated in sector bound 
specifications (Bechky, 2006). By adopting the incubator concept the opportunity arose to let go of old processes, 
procedures and role systems. However, this caused confusion regarding individual as well as organizational identity. 
Thus, the temporary organization described in this case is comparable to a situation of organizational change. 
In changing organizations expectations can both be enabling and constraining. They can be harmful when overly 
optimistic or pessimistic, but they can also be realistic. Trouble can rise when people hold on tenaciously to familiar 
meanings. (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). When people have, publicly, committed to certain actions, they tend to 
generate explanations in retrospect to justify these actions (Weick, 1995). In changing organizational circumstances 
commitment can both encourage and inhibit sensemaking. When commitment is bound to a strategic organizational 
vision it can energize and mobilize action (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). But when an organization is committed to a 
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misaligned vision, such as, when the environment shifts, commitment can create blind spots (Tushman and O'Reilly, 
1996). 
3.2. Making sense of project success 
In project management in general and particularly in construction management project success is still measured 
according to traditional success criteria (Mulder, 2012): on time delivery, within budget and according to the agreed 
specifications (Belassi & Tukel, 1996). This approach to project success can also be discerned in the innovation 
project. When asked about their opinions of the project outcome, a couple of peer group members point out that “... 
[the team] did not stick to the assignment ...”, “... that was not the question ...” or “... that wasn't the purpose of this 
exercise ...” This illustrates judgments based on traditional project success criteria. 
Mulder (2012) discerns three basic assumptions underlying the traditional theory of project success: the first 
assumption is, that time, budget and qualifications can be determined at the start. Since innovation projects are, by 
definition, hard to predict (Pinto & Covin, 1989) it can however be troublesome to apply these criteria in innovation. 
Therefore it is not a surprise this case study shows that perspectives of participants on project success are only partly 
guided by the initial requirements of the assignment.  
The second assumption supposes a common perspective on project success of the actors involved, which is not 
always the case, and the third assumption supposes success is to be measured at the moment of project delivery, 
whereas often the effect of project outcome can only be fully appreciated later on. As this case makes clear 
perspectives on project success vary individually and over time, due to the way people make sense. Thus there are 
various outcomes that are valued differently by different actors. For example, one of the implicit goals underlying 
the project proved to be to establish the impact of this kind of incubator-concept as a usable concept for creating 
innovation in an inter-organizational context. 
4. Methodology 
This case served as an exploratory study into the topic of relationships between owners and suppliers in 
temporary organizations. The semistructured interviews were held to evaluate the project. The peer group and team 
members were interviewed within a period of two months after product delivery. The peer group consisted of nine 
executive managers and three middle managers coming from four construction companies, one project developer 
and five housing corporations. On average the interviews lasted one hour. The interviewees were asked to tell their 
own story of the project from start to finish. In general, questions involved subjects like the initiation of the project, 
motivation, expectations, the assignment, the process, project roles, project outcome, etc. 
Data-analysis was carried out, using a matrix (Yin, 2009). Categories relating to the sensemaking aspects of 
identity, expectations and commitment (Weick, 1995; Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010) were extracted from the 
semistructured interview content. The next step involved putting data from the interviews into the matrix. 
Comparing these data revealed several observations on the sensemaking within the temporary organization. Further 
analysis involved the valuing of project outcome, in order to investigate the perceptions of project success. Positive, 
neutral and negative opinions were extracted from the interviews. Analysis of these opinions showed how people 
retrospectively made sense of their feelings of satisfaction and / or disappointment. The subjects of sensemaking 
were then translated into project success criteria. 
 
5. Making sense of the organization 
Three major topics of organization that can be discerned as occasions for sensemaking can be derived from the 
interviews. The first topic is the organizational concept of the incubator itself, evoking sensemaking on identity as  
well as expectations. Secondly the (need for the) enactment of known project roles proved to be a recurring issue, 
especially within the innovation team. The third topic concerned a paradox of leadership on behalf of the peer group, 
committed to stay at a distance on the one hand and on the other hand feeling the need to control. Further 
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elaboration reveals the way the interviewees made sense of these topics, collectively and / or individually.The 
incubator  
By shaping the organizational concept for the temporary organization the peer group was inspired by the concept 
of a business incubator. The word incubator is derived from the Roman practice of incubatio. In ancient times, 
people went to a temple and laid themselves down on the fresh hide of some sacrificed animal to obtain a visionary 
dream on how to overcome a disease (Aernoudt, 2004). Often this ritual took place in the temple of the god of 
medicine, Aesculapius. Over time the incubator evolved into a place where prematurely born children were nurtured 
and taken care of to help them survive. This principle is adopted in business incubators where people are encouraged 
to start their own business and young firms are helped to survive and grow during start-up. Besides .offering them 
facilities such as office-space and infrastructure, incubators also provide management and staff and a network of 
professional advisors, universities, investors and so on (Hackett & Dilts, 2004). 
In the case of the Future Housing Innovation, the peer group top managers regarded themselves as part of the 
reason why radical innovation hadn't emerged yet. As one of them says in the interviews: “[we concluded:] we are 
not part of the solution, but part of the problem .. so we want to be involved, but we want to look from the outside 
into the incubator at what happens there .. A nesting place full of ideas that are going to lead to … ” This made them 
decide to stay at a distance and not interfere with the creative process themselves. In this line of thought this called 
for an R&D-entity, like an incubator. Associated with the incubator concept were expectations of radical innovation: 
“... put some people together, as an incubator, like at universities: small start-ups, they often lead to many 
innovations.” Thus the concept of the incubator fitted in with the wish for creating an isolated entity outside daily 
organizational life.  
The adoption of the incubator concept was primarily based on the image of a creative entity, suitable for 
producing innovative ideas. The organizational arrangements however had much of the character of a project 
organization. In contrast, a business incubator according to literature often takes the form of a permanent 
organization, an innovation center where several startup-firms are being nurtured for three years on average before 
they become alumni and stand on their own feet. An important aspect of incubation seems to be the networking 
between tenants, but also between tenants and graduates (Aernoudt, 2004). As such, a business incubator is much 
less of an isolated and temporary entity as is depicted by the interviewees. In this view the question arises if the 
incubator-identity and the expectations that were attached to it was congruous with the actual organizational form 
taken. 
5.1. Project roles 
The peer group's decision to stay at a distance and only peek in once in a while became a source of ambiguity for 
the team. To some extent the team viewed the peer group as project owners. Enacting a supplier role, known to them 
from a project management frame, they started out interviewing the peer group members about their expectations on 
the outcome of the project. They also created opportunities for the peer group to visit the team on site on Monday 
mornings. These actions were partly meant to strengthen connections. As one of the team members said: “ … I felt 
the need […] to strengthen that connection with the peer group. If their expectations are that high, let them take 
place at the table and take part in the thinking. So you can step on that train together and … Well, apparently that 
was not the track they had in mind.” The peer group members on their part had made a commitment to let go of 
control and, in enacting this role, took a distant, non-interfering position. In making sense of this position, the team 
members concluded they were more or less autonomous. 
The team also struggled with project roles within the team. Because the project was about innovation, they 
decided to avoid known role structures too. One of the team members said: “Because the phases are so different, 
somebody has to take the lead per phase. This didn't work all too well. […] You have to acknowledge, that someone 
is good at something and let him take the lead.” No project manager was appointed. But no one was accepted as a 
leader per phase either. In the period following that first presentation, the team experienced a setback, as they 
disagreed on the procedure to follow. They reached a compromise in bringing in a facilitator to guide the innovation 
process. This way they avoided the subject of leadership.  
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5.2. 'Letting go of control' 
In the meanwhile some peer group members started to worry about the progress that was made. After all, the 
assignment was to deliver a business model within a year. However, they had committed on 'letting go of control'. 
This commitment was not a point of discussion within the peer group, even if the team might have needed guidance. 
Probably because the commitment was related to the strong expectations on the innovation outcome. If the issue of 
intervening in the team was raised within the peer group, the reaction would be, according to one of the group 
members: “... but that is not what we agreed on. We are not going back to the old system. That's what we decided 
on.” Nevertheless a few peer group members did engage in the process every now and then. They were perceived by 
the team as more committed and hence had more of a sensegiving influence than other peer group members. 
'Letting go of control' can be viewed as an organizational change, compared to the level of control top managers 
as well team members are used to. It was to be expected this change was going to evoke ambiguity and hence a 
sensemaking process. It was tempting for the peer group to consider the activity of sensemaking on the subject of 
control finished at the moment the team started. But since the effect of 'letting go of control' could only be 
experienced during work in progress it would have been sensible to keep monitoring the process. This updating and 
doubting (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010) could have opened up the discussion. This might have led to a different 
shared meaning of 'control'. 
6. Valuing project outcome 
As the interviews were part of an evaluation and were conducted after the project was finished, valuing project 
outcome was one of the topics to be discussed with the interviewees. Project outcome was related retrospectively to 
the explicit expectations laid down in the assignment as well as to implicit expectations. It occurred that initial 
expectations had set a high standard for project outcome. In the conversations interviewees provided numerous 
criteria for evaluating project outcome. These criteria concerned the tangible outcome, consisting of some business 
models, as well as organizational aspects. Since the peer group wondered if the incubator concept was reproducible, 
some top managers ultimately judged the organizational aspects as at least equally valuable as the product delivered. 
6.1. High expectations on innovation 
According to sensemaking theory, expectations connect with cues to create meanings (Weick, 1995). Initial 
expectations on the potential outcome of the innovation-task were mainly based on examples from other industries, 
like the car industry and the iPhone or the iPad. The organizational form of the incubator provided cues for high 
expectations on innovation. One example often mentioned was the garage in which Steve Jobs had come up with the  
idea of the Apple computer. As Maitlis & Sonenshein (2010) explain, meanings underpinned by expectations are 
strengthened by the process of filtering subsequent cues against these meanings. This way confidence about the 
situation is built up. These cues for expectations on innovation were provided to the peer group during the 
energizing days of the selection. Not so much by the competence of the individual team members or the team itself, 
but more so by the confidence in and the enthusiasm for the selection procedure and the good atmosphere. “We were 
convinced we had done a good job in selecting the team.” 
Another occasion which strengthened the high expectations was the first presentation of collected ideas by the 
team. The fact that in this presentation the assignment was slightly altered, apparently at that time, did not raise an 
eyebrow on the part of the peer group members. 
6.2. Project success criteria 
The interviews showed a variety of perceptions of project outcome, ranging from disappointment to satisfaction. 
It appears that the usual criteria and assumptions underlying traditional success criteria (Mulder, 2012) were not 
applicable in this case. Criteria within the assignment were unclear and insufficient, there was no common 
perspective on success and it proved to be hard to measure success at product delivery. By analyzing the perceptions 
of project outcomes it is possible to retrospectively discern success criteria relevant in this particular context. Due to 
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the way the interviews were held, data on project outcome are rather rough, and some criteria are only mentioned by 
a few interviewees. Nevertheless, all criteria extracted contain information on how the project is valued individually, 
apart from collective views on project success. 
The perceived success criteria can be divided in product related criteria and organization related criteria. These 
are summarized in table 1, together with numbers on the amount of interviewees referring to the respective criteria 
in a positive, neutral or negative way. 
6.3. Product related criteria 
In the opinions on the product delivered - consisting of two business models for innovation in the system of 
housing distribution - apparently there are three main criteria, that are valued differently. The first one is 'sticking 
with the original assignment'. Many interviewees mention the rephrasing of the assignment, that had been initiated 
by the team and presented to the peer group, without explicitly asking for confirmation. Opinions are differing. Was 
the team allowed to change the assignment? Does the product meet the requirements? Is not meeting the 
requirements a problem? One of the peer group members remarks: “I don't view the initiative as a project, with an 
assignment and expectations on a certain outcome within limited time. Because the peer group knew, discussed and 
accepted beforehand it may lead to no result at all. So to me it isn't a project in that sense. It was an innovative 
course with an open ending.” 
One of the main reasons for starting the innovation initiative was the wish for speeding up innovation. The 
second criterion therefore is about 'radical innovation'. The majority of the participants share the opinion, the 
product delivered is not the radical solution they had hoped for. This is a major source of disappointment. But 
despite these negative judgments based on predetermined specifications and expectations the opinions on the 
'potential value of the business model for innovation' are predominantly positive. 
Table 1- Project success criteria derived from expressed opinions on project outcome 
 Expressed opinions 
 Positive Neutral Negative Total 
Product related criteria:     
Sticking with the original assignment 2 1 4 7 
Radical innovation 0 0 6 6 
Potential value business model for innovation 8 1 3 12 
     
Organization related criteria:     
Building trust and collaboration within peer group (and its 
organizations) 
9 0 0 9 
 
Finding a new way of collaborative interorganizational 
innovation for the construction industry 
8 0 0 8 
Stimulating innovative culture inside companies  1 0 0 1 
Involving third parties from outside the construction 
industry  
0 1 8 9 
Method for team selection 2 0 4 6 
Method for individual selection 4 2 0 6 
Determining the right competences needed for innovation 
within the construction 
0 0 6 6 
Personal development of team members 3 1 0 4 
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6.4. Organization related criteria 
Although the assignment was aimed at finding innovative solutions for housing in the future, the initiative also 
served as a unique experiment of organizing innovation in a collaborative way, not tied to any specific construction 
project or organization. Therefore, many of the criteria deduced from the interviews are concerning organizational 
aspects. The initiative itself is more than once mentioned as a success, in the sense that owner and supplier 
organizations - partly competitors in the same market - found a way to work on innovation solutions together. So the 
objective was not only to find solutions to a problem, but also finding a new way of collaborative  
interorganizational innovation for the construction industry. A big achievement, mentioned as one of the major 
successes by the peer group members was building trust and collaboration within the peer group. There are several 
remarks on the collaboration that emerged in preparing the selection of the team. This collaborative attitude on 
executive level partly stretched out to the respective companies and thereby the initiative also served as an example 
for 'stimulating innovation inside companies'. 
One wish that was often mentioned by peer group members concerned 'involving third parties from outside the 
construction industry' in the innovation project. Although there had been several meetings with people from other 
companies, these had not (yet) resulted in these parties joining in. 
The way the selection of candidates was organized was highly appreciated by the peer group as well as the team  
members. One of the team members compared the two days with a regular assessment: “... I did an assessment once. 
I left it with a severe headache. And maybe it all went well, but in the end you're exhausted. At the end of this one, I 
was tired, but in a different way. It was energizing too.” There were some points of critique on the selection 
procedure that concerned selecting the right team. Also, in retrospect, one of the conclusions was the team members 
might have lacked certain competences, like entrepreneurship. Determining the right competences needed for 
innovation within the construction industry might be considered as one of the criteria for project success, since 
knowing these competences will be helpful in setting up future innovation projects. For the individual team 
members the initiative has offered a unique experience and the personal development acquired is part of the 
individual success. 
When viewing project outcome from the traditional perspective and at the moment of delivery, the initiative 
might have been considered a failure. However, this is not how participants make sense of its outcome. This case 
study shows that perspectives of participants on project success are only partly guided by the initial requirements of 
the assignment. Perspectives vary individually and over time, due to the way people make sense.  
7. Discussion 
As this case shows, complexity due to uncertainty on issues of identity, commitment and expectations in 
temporary organizations can play a major role in the achievement as well as the perceptions of project success. 
Uncertainty calls for sensemaking. However these matters of uncertainty need to be recognized and addressed in 
order to reduce threats and enhance opportunities (Perminova, Gustafsson, & Wikström, 2008). In underestimating 
the impact of using the unfamiliar incubator concept in shaping the organization, the peer group seems to have 
considered their role in the activity of sensemaking to be finished at project startup. Commitment was clear, roles 
were defined and expectations laid down in a brief assignment. The way of organizing left no room for shared 
sensemaking on issues like project outcome or organizational matters, such as the need for adding or replacing 
people to obtain more or different competences in the team.  
Sensemaking on the innovation was left entirely to the team. This deprived the peer group of opportunities to 
appreciate fully the meaning of the steps taken and decisions made in the innovation process. One example standing 
out was the wish for the involvement of third parties from other industries in the innovation. A number of peer 
group members mentioned this aspect as an expectation, or even as one of the requirements, and said they were 
disappointed third parties hadn't hooked on. When asked, team members pointed out, they hadn't perceived this 
expectation as bearing much importance. Moreover, they could explain very well why it was hard to persuade third 
parties to hook on. Part of the explanations contained issues that perhaps could have been resolved by the peer 
group, had they been aware of the obstacles. 
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One of the topics often mentioned in the interviews was, that it was hard for the team to choose one or two ideas 
to focus on and elaborate into a business model. As Amabile (1998) explains: “Of course, ultimately, ideas do need 
to work; remember that creative ideas in business must be new and useful. The dilemma is that you can't possibly 
know beforehand which ideas will pan out.” Thus, high expectations might have been an obstacle for focusing, 
because there is always a chance a brilliant idea is missed. But as Amabile goes on: “[…] In many business 
situations, knowing what doesn't work can be as useful as knowing what does. But if people do not perceive any 
"failure value" for projects that ultimately do not achieve commercial success, they'll become less and less likely to 
experiment, explore, and connect with their work on a personal level. Their intrinsic motivation will evaporate.” 
One of the explanations of the team not being able to converge from a thousand ideas to one might be derived 
from the wish to meet the high expectations on innovation and not wanting to fail. Sharing expectations might have 
provided an opportunity for both peer group and team to put their expectations in perspective and enhanced the 
understanding of objectives and purposes, which is important for project success (Perminova, Gustafsson, & 
Wikström, 2008). 
In retrospect, project success criteria can be construed out of expressed opinions. The way of organizing however 
deprived both the peer group and the team of creating shared meanings on project success along the way. Time was 
mentioned as an obstacle for this process of updating and doubting (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010). One peer group 
member notes: “... much of the discussion is on the content, much on the process. But you don't talk about the meta-
process, the underlying process. Patterns of expectations, things like that. Wouldn't it be nice if you could speak 
about these things together? About the “why” and what it is that you expect from one another? And that is time, it 
takes time ...” Making sense together takes time, which is scarce, especially for top managers. 
One salient observation has to do with the framing of the innovation assignment. Given the fact that the peer 
group itself is set up to learn from, and promote supply-chain collaboration, one might have expected collaboration 
between 'owners' and 'suppliers' would have been an issue in this project also. But in enacting their sense of  'not 
wanting to interfere', the peer group created a distant owner-supplier relationship with the team. Clearly, in making 
sense of the innovation task, different meanings were operational than in general organizational life. A collaborative 
partner relationship between the peer group and the team has never been an issue. Instead the assumption was made 
that collaboration in this relationship would interfere with the creative process. Also, as one of the interviewees 
pointed out, it would have been hard to establish a partnership-like collaboration due to hierarchical differences 
between peer group members (mainly executive managers) and team members (their employees). The collaborative 
success shining out in this case however, is the collaborative effort of initiating the project between owners and 
suppliers within the peer group. 
8. Conclusion 
Interviews in this case study were held after the project was finished. Therefore the quality of the data was 
limited by the retrospective nature of it. More understanding of sensemaking in temporary organizations can be 
achieved by a real-time, longitudinal approach.  
The analysis of the Future Housing Innovation Project reveals several issues of sensemaking in a temporary 
organization. Firstly, novelty of tasks and / or organizational forms in a temporary organization creates complexity 
due to ambiguity and uncertainty and thus many occasions for sensemaking. Just like in turbulent situations of crisis 
and change (Maitlis & Sonenshein, 2010), identity, expectations and commitment are important anchors of 
sensemaking. Secondly, the 'delivery tool approach' creates a commitment to initial decisions on the organization, 
even though they might be grounded in misaligned assumptions, such as the assumptions regarding the incubator 
concept. Thus commitment creates blind spots (obstacles for sensemaking) instead of energy and enthusiasm.  
Thirdly, perspectives on project success evolve during and after the project. Although the project outcome was 
delivered within budget and time, and even within project requirements, feelings of disappointed can't be ignored. 
Disappointment is grounded in initial expectations, reinforced by events in the early stages of the project like the 
selection of the team and their first presentation. This case study shows that participants' perspectives on project 
success are only partly guided by the initial requirements of the assignment. Based on commitment to the initiative 
disappointment on project outcome is put in perspective by retrospective justification (Weick, 1995). In this process 
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of justification varying individual and collective criteria for project success can emerge, refining initial project 
requirements.  
And finally, the owner-supplier relationship appears to be no subject of explicit sensemaking in this 
project.Although this peer group was founded in the context of enhancing collaboration between owners and 
suppliers in construction, the subject of establishing an effective 'owner-supplier' relationship in this innovation 
project was not even discussed. Instead this relationship was viewed in terms of hierarchy, leadership and control, 
and the supposed differing capabilities of thinking 'out-of-the-box' between peer-group and team. This relationship 
remained a source of uncertainty throughout the project. 
This study implies that temporary organizations might be comparable to (permanent) organizations in change 
regarding uncertainty and ambiguity and hence, sensemaking processes. Further research might be conducted to 
establish in which cases and to what extent uncertainty and ambiguity is to be expected in temporary organizations. 
Also future research can enhance insight in the obstacles and the effect of implementing new organizational 
strategies in temporary organizations. This way research can provide arguments as well as tools for practitioners 
considering their organizational approach to projects. 
Further on project owners and project managers are called on to value the perspective of the temporary 
organization (Packendorff, 1995) in which owners as well as project team make sense and act together instead of 
focusing exclusively on the assignment, the process and the outcome. Recognizing and addressing uncertainty and 
ambiguity in the ongoing course of events, though it takes time, reveals threats as well as opportunities (Perminova, 
Gustafsson, & Wikström, 2008). This opens the way for creating and updating shared meanings on identities, 
expectations and commitment and thus reduces risk of project failure and enhances chances for project success. 
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